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Notes on Linking Qualitative and 
Quantitative Data 
Karla A. Henderson and Leandra A. Bedini 
Qualitative data are becoming more commonly described and used in therapeutic recre­
ation research. The debate of the past concerning whether quantitative or qualitative data 
are superior has given way to a discussion of how they both contribute to the body of 
knowledge. Some researchers are considering the possibilities oflinking or mixing qualita­
tive and quantitative data types, particularly because ofthe potential for better understand­
ing the content and process of professional practice. The purpose ofthis research note is to 
describe the belief systems and concerns in linking qualitative and quantitative data within 
a research project. We describe the purposes for using qualitative and quantitative data, the 
approaches to linking, and the concerns that might be encountered in conducting therapeu­
tic recreation research using linked or mixed data. 
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An increase in interpretive research and Howe, 1993; McCormick, Scott, & DatilIo, 
qualitative studies in the area of leisure has 1991) and used (e.g., Green & Schleien, 
occurred in the past fifteen years. Qualita­ 1991; Henderson, Bedini, & Hecht, 1994; 
tive data are commonly described (e.g., Da­ Hunter, 1987; Pedlar, 1992; Rancourt, 
tillo, McCormick, & Scott, 1991; Malkin & 1991) in therapeutic recreation research. In 
Biographical Sketch: Dr. Karla A. Henderson is a Professor in the Curriculum in Leisure 
Studies at the University ofNorth Carolina at Chapel Hill, Dr. Leandra A. Bedini is an 
Assistant Professor at the University ofNorth Carolina in Greensboro. Both have collected 
both qualitative and quantitative data. 
Note: Thanks are extended to Chris Howe for her guidance through an earlier reviewof . 
this article and to Diane Samdahl who provided clarifying insight for some ofthe ideas 
presented. 
Therapeutic Recreation Journal 124 
Henderson, K. A. & Bedini, L. A. (1995). Notes on linking qualitative and  
quantitative data. Therapeutic Recreation Journal, 29 (2), 124-130.  
Made available courtesy of National Recreation and Park Association: http://www.nrpa.org/ 
*** Note: This document may be reprinted and distributed for non-commercial and educational purposes only, 
and not for resale. No resale use may be made of material on this web site at any time. All other rights reserved 
addition to the use of "pure" qualitative 
some examples of linking or mixing 
DUillitatllle and quantitative data are emerg­
in research applied to practice (e.g., Be­
Bullock, & Driscoll, 1993; Bullock, 
& Welch, 1992; Malkin, Howe, & 
Rey, 1989; McAvoy, Schatz, Stutz, 
","1"..."'_,u, & Lais, 1989). 
The purpose of this research note is to 
the existing information about quaIita­
and quantitative data to describe the 
'pU.rp<)ses and problems of linking types of 
within a study. Denzin (1978) identi­
the use of a variety of data sources as 
triangulation and the use of multiple 
mc~th'X1s to study a single problem as meth­
,oaologlcal triangulation. Our discussion fo­
specifically on why and how qual ita­
and quantitative data might be triangu­
linked, mixed, or combined in a 
Tesc~an:h project. In addition to describing 
purposes of mixing data types, ap­
pr()acltles to linking and possible pitfalls and 
',O<IllJa;ers in using linked data as a form of 
UUl,e;"""""'1ll for therapeutic recreation re­
are discussed. 
Researchers and practitioners in thera­
recreation may be particularly re­
'sponsive to the potential for linking data for 
anumber of reasons. Linking types of data 
frequently provides a way to use statistics, 
as the traditional language of re­
, Search, along with anecdotes and narratives 
which provide further depth in understand­
ing a process or procedure. Additionally, 
some social interventions, like therapeutic 
recreation, are so complex that a researcher 
to use multiple methods and different 
types to find answers to complex prob­
Many populations with whom thera­
. recreation specialists work are best 
understood by using non-traditional re­
, methods and combining the types of 
data available. 
Researchers are committed to seeking 
understandings through research. A prereq­
uisite to finding truths is to seek quality in 
research (leCompte, Preissle, & Tesch, 
1993). As in any field, the goal oftherapeu­
tic recreation research ought to be to study 
phenomena as thoroughly, broadly, and 
deeply as time, energy, and resources will 
allow. Some researchers in leisure sciences 
(e.g., Bullock, 1993; Hemingway, 1990; 
Henderson, 1991; Mobily, 1989) have ex­
pressed concern with how traditional, nor­
mative, positivist research has served our 
field. New approaches to data collection and 
analysis are now emerging. As a result, the 
discussion about whether the qualitative or 
quantitative approach is better has become 
a fruitless debate. Moving beyond this de­
bate, discussions are now centering on the 
benefits and considerations in using qualita­
tive and quantitative data together within a 
study. 
In initiating this discussion, one of the 
issues that must be clarified is how para­
digms, methods, and data interrelate. A par­
adigm relates to a world view or set ofbeliefs 
about knowing and discerning what is be­
lieved to be "truth." The traditional belief 
system for quantitative data generally is re­
ferred to as positivism (cf. Bullock, 1993; 
Henderson, 1991). The world view from 
which qualitative data have emerged often 
is called interpretive (cf. Henderson, 1991; 
McCormick, Scott, & Datillo, 1991) or natu­
ralistic (cf. Bullock, 1993; Howe, 1993). Re­
searchers using positivist or interpretive/na­
turalistic paradigms are viewing the world 
differently. These worldviews have a pro­
found impact on research questions asked, 
methods used, data collected, and the con­
clusions that are drawn from the research. ' 
Although differences exist technically be­
tween the words interpretive and naturalis­
tic, the intent ofthis paradigm is that multi­
ple realities and wholeness constitute reality 
and emerge from the data in an inductive 
manner. Within positivism, reality is seen 
as separated, categorized, and established 
through deduction and preestablished 
theory (Henderson, 1991). 
Frequently, we talk about qualitative 
and quantitative methods. As McCormick, 
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Scott, and Datillo (1991) suggested,meth- such as discovering cause and effect rela­
ods themselves are not necessarily qualita- tionships or determining how much, how 
tive or quantitative, but are used to coll~ct ... ;~any, or how often (Locke, 1989). 
and analyze types ofqualitative and quanti­
tative data. Methods such as field research 
and interviewing, for example, may emerge 
from the interpretive paradigm. The nature 
of the interview method, however, is deter­
mined by whether the data collected are 
qualitative or quantitative. Generally, re­
searchers collecting qualitative data are 
operating within the interpretive paradigm, 
but exceptions might exist such as in the fre­
quent use of focus groups which are gener­
ally a highly structured means to collect 
qualitative data (Krueger, 1988). 
For this research note, we prefer to dis­
cuss qualitative and quantitative data rather 
than paradigms or methods. We acknowl­
edge, however, that one cannot isolate data 
without also considering the assumptions 
made about the paradigm and the methods 
ofdata collection and analysis used. The re­
searcher will have to ascertain how she/he 
believes "truth" is defined and what it 
means. As LeCompte et aL (1993) sug­
gested, researchers are concerned with ideas 
like "how do we know?" and "how do we 
know we know?" Therefore, the choice of 
"either/or" or "both/and" concerningquali­
tative and quantitative data will depend 
upon the researcher's values and method­
ological expertise. When data are linked or 
triangulated, the researcher must be clear 
about how paradigms, methods, and data 
relate to one another. 
Purposes of Linkiug 
With a paradigm as the basis, the re­
search questions can be developed and the 
methods selected to collect and analyze 
data. The usefulness of data rests in the 
match between the researcher's worldview, 
the research questions, methods, and the 
data. Some researchers believe that the posi­
tivist paradigm and a quantitative approach 
to collecting data may be a more effective 
strategy for questions that require "breadth" 
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On the other hand, interpretive research 
and qualitative data are ideal for·addressing 
"depth" such as determining why a process 
had certain effects and for understanding 
the context and/or meanings ofa phenome­
non. Qualitative data are useful in capturing 
the individual's point of view, examining 
the constraints of everyday life, and secur­
ing rich descriptions (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994). Regardless ofwhat the researcher be­
lieves truth is, the goal of using any type of 
data is to obtain trustworthy information 
that expands the body ofknowledge about a 
phenomenon like leisure behavior or a field 
of practice like therapeutic recreation. 
"Purists," who believe a researcher must 
operate firmly in one paradigm or another, 
suggest that the belief systems are so differ­
ent that any reconciliation between qualita­
tive and quantitative data destroys their 
underlying foundations (Bullock, 1993; 
Lancy, 1993). They would argue thatthe ba" 
sic assumptions of interpretive research are 
violated ifqualitative and quantitative data 
are used together. 
Other researchers, often called "linkers," 
however, suggest that the strengths of both 
qualitative and quantitative data can be en­
hanced by linking them. Steckler, McLeroy, 
Goodman, Bird, and McCormick (1992) 
stated that if we set aside the philosophical 
debate, we can examine the practical aspects 
of linking data. Reichardt and Cook (1979) 
and Steckler et aL (1992) emphasized the 
possibility of subscribing to one philosophy 
of a paradigm and employing the methods 
of the other; each method can contribute 
based on different, but complementary, as­
sumptions. Generally this linkage will occur 
within a quantitatively-driven framework 
because of the nature of determining a 
priori questions. Steckler et al. (1992) ar­
gued further that some social interventions 
are so complex that a researcher has to use 
multiple methods and different data types 
to find answers to complex problems. Thus, 
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. practical issue may not be whether 
qualitative or quantitative data, but 
mix them. 
Steckller et al. (1992) suggested that both 
and quantitative data have 
that can be compensated by us-
together. Similarly, Howe and 
(1988) viewed qualitative and quan­
data as complementary and sug­
that users of both types of data can 
""vuw",,,,••,,,,,, in their findings increased 
data types. Data triangulation al­
. the researcher to accept the assump­
both qualitative and quantita­
.to create broader perspectives for 
any study. Linking provides a way to 
more information about the 
and depth ofthe topic under study. 
.J:<I.elOmg and Fielding (1986) cautioned, 
that using these data together 
not result merely in a proliferation of 
More information alone is oflittle use 
the data are appropriately used and 
illSCUSSOO together. The value of quantita­
is that they can produce factual, 
outcome information which can be 
gelier;alt~ed while qualitative data generate 
valid, detailed, process information 
leave the study participants' perspey 
intact and provide an insider's view to 
understand a phenomenon under 
'study. The outcomes of using linked data 
should reflect the purposes for using data. 
Approaches to Linking 
Several researchers have described ways 
qualitative and quantitative can be 
(e.g., Howe & K~ller, 1988; Laney, 
Miller & Crabtree, 1994; Steckler et 
at, 1992). These combinations generally re­
four major approaches: 
I. Antecedent or sequential; 
2. Encapsulated or nested; 
3. Concurrent; 
4. Primary/secondary combinations. 
The antecedent or sequential use ofdata, 
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which generally refers to using qualitative 
data first to develop quantitative instru­
ments, offers many benefits. The contribu­
tions made by analyzing qualitative data 
prior to quantitative data collection lie in 
rationalizing a study and identifying issues 
that need to be measured. For example, the 
use of focus groups to begin to narrow a 
topic and develop questionnaire items is a 
common antecedent practice (Krueger, 
1988). In this case, broad questions are used 
to develop survey items that can be used to 
assure greater validity. Austin, Hoge, and 
- Austin (1990) used an open-ended format 
to obtain information from students about 
the advantages, disadvantages, or other asso­
ciations that students saw resulting from 
serving persons with disabilities in commu­
nity recreation programs. From these re­
sponses, a fixed-format instrument titled 
the Leisure Service Student Questionnaire 
was developed. 
Encapsulated or nested linkages can pro­
vide a conceptional framework for verifying 
and clarifying findings. Researchers may 
embed in-depth interviews within a quanti­
tative study to provide a context and check 
on the validity of quantitative procedures. 
Qualitative data, for example, can aid in in­
terpreting statistics and deciphering puz­
zling responses. McAvoyet al. (1989) used 
encapsulated data in studying integrated 
wilderness adventure programs. They used 
structured interviews as a follow-up after 
pre, post, and follow-up quantitative data 
had been collected about trait anxiety re-, 
duction. Forty individuals from the sample 
of 121 individuals used to collect quantita­
tive data were interviewed to help the re­
searchers understand the process of how ad­
venture programs can result in attitude and 
lifestyle changes. 
When data collection occurs concur­
rently and interpretation is done simulta­
neously, the data can help to understand 
phenomena to a broader and deeper extent. 
Bullock et al. (1992) used cqnqu'n:~nt data in 
an evaluation of the Easter Seals' main­
streaming modeL To get data about this pro­
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gram, Consumer satisfaction surveys, pro­
vider satisfaction surveys, anp indepth in­
terviews with campers, co~nselors, and 
service providers were used concurrently. 
Bedini et al. (1993) administered quantita­
tive questionnaires to students, parents, and 
teachers along with a content analysis ofthe 
implementer's notes and indepth interviews 
with a subsample ofstudents to measure the 
results of a leisure education program. The 
different data sets served to corroborate the 
outcomes measured with each type of data. 
J;{esearchers must be aware, however, that 
sometimes contradictory information oc­
curs in linking two types of data concur­
rently. The researcher must be prepared for 
this possibility and will be required to ad­
dress what the meaning of the contradic­
tions if they arise. 
Data can also be used in a primary (secon­
dary combination within a study. In this 
form of linkage, a study may be primarily 
qualitatively driven but quantitative data 
are used for background. For example, 
quantitative data can be used prior to the 
collection of qualitative data to determine 
what representative cases ought to be fur­
ther explored. The statistics obtained from 
quantitative data can provide a basis for ex­
ploring issues in greater depth through quali­
tative data. Quantitative information can 
also provide leads for future qualitative ques­
tions, correct the elite bias effect of articu­
late respondents, and help to confirm hy­
potheses or themes that emerge from quali­
tative data. Although neither form of data 
seemed to be more primary than the other, 
Malkin et al. (1989) based their selection cri­
teria for open-ended interviews with female 
suicidal psychiatric patients on the demo­
graphic subgroups that were identified 
through initial quantitative data collection. 
Considerations in Linking Data 
With the growing popUlarity of qualita­
tive data collection and the need to under­
stand processes and outcomes of therapeu­
tic recreation from a variety ofperspectives, 
the linking of qualitative and quantitative 
data may become more commonplace in 
therapeutic recreation research in the fu­
ture. These linkages, however, \\-ill result in 
emerging issues about the trustworthiness of 
linked data. As researchers and consumers 
of research, we must realize the privilege 
and constraints of any type of data. The 
value oflinking or triangulating data lies not 
only in how they can inform the body of 
knowledge in therapeutic recreation, but 
how they may counter reliability and valid­
ity problems that can occur in conducting 
research studies. 
Although linking qualitative and quanti­
tative data has benefits, it also has draw­
backs. First, problems in linking may 
emerge related to the roots ofthe underlying 
philosophical premises of how we believe 
"truths" are uncovered in research. Goals, 
assumptions, and standards will need to be 
made explicit and negotiated for each study. 
To link data, the researcher must be able to 
articulate how the paradigm, research ques­
tions, methods, and data complement each 
other. Sampling may also be a problem in 
linking qualitative and quantitative data. 
The researcher will need to sample in a rep­
resentative way, and must consider and ex­
plain carefully how samples are selected 
methodologically as well as theoretically. 
Second, in linking data, many re­
searchers are predisposed to valuing one 
type of data over another. No problem ex­
ists with this bias as long as the researcher 
can be honest about what he or she is doing. 
Researchers must be careful not to relegate 
one type of data to a subordinate role. For 
example, researchers must avoid perceiving 
qualitative data as always exploratory, de­
scriptive, or hypotheses-generating with 
quantitative data being the true test ofvalid 
and reliable research. In linking data, one 
type ofdata is not necessarily prerequisite or 
superior to another. In addition, the re­
searcher must keep in mind the level of so­
phistication possible for data and not over­
simplify their uses. A tendency among re­
searchers who are not familiar with the 
collection of all types of data is to reduce 
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them to elementary forms (Steckler et aI., 
1992). 
Third and from a practical perspective, 
, linking data will require more time and ,re­
sources than are generally required when 
only one type of da41 is collected. Develop­
ing quantitative data collection instruments 
can be costly and time consuming. On the 
',' other hand, although qualitative data may 
be less costly initially, they are generally la­
~r intensive and time consuming in the 
long run. Mixing the two may require more 
=U"'l"''''~ than if only one is used. Thus, 
linking data, the researcher must be 
that adequate time and resources are 
"UI~VU'lOO to data collection and analysis. Fur­
one of the difficulties in using two 
of data is the length of an article that 
results if all processes and data are thor­
explained. A fast way to diminish the 
valueoflinked data is compromise a study 
through carelessness or too much brevity. 
Fourth, issues will arise concerning how 
evaluate studies that have mixed types of 
Theory, design, methods and sam­
and data presentation and interpreta­
important for ail empirical studies 
},1wh,>th,>r qualitative or quantitative data are 
alone or are linked. The broad criteria 
in evaluating positivistic studies using 
,'mllantit,.ti"", methods are enlisted as well as 
criteria for evaluating qualitative data. 
indicated, the evaluation must assure 
" are not presented at an elementary 
•level or that the biases inherent in collecting 
type of data affects the other type of 
The researcher needs to explain care­
why and how all data were collected, 
the data interacted with each other, and 
the researcher interpreted the data. 
Conclusions 
The purpose of this research note was to 
the purposes, approaches to link­
and concerns in mixing qualitative and 
uarititati'le data types within a research 
leisure researchers agree that 
and interpretive paradigms,as 
as qualitative and quantitative data, 
have contributions to make to the ~dy of 
knowledge about therapeutic recreation. 
We now have the potential to take these 
data types one step further and use them 
togetherin sequential,encapsulated, concur­
rent, and combined ways within a study to 
obtain both a greater depth and breadth in 
understanding therapeutic recreation phe­
nomena. In a number of situations, the two 
types of data can be used complementarily 
to provide us with greater insights. 
As a community of professionals who 
share a common interest in therapeutic rec­
reation, we will need to support and help 
one another to develop the best possible 
studies that use data in both pure and linked 
forms. In addition, when these studies are 
reviewed for publication, we will need to be 
mindful ofand consistent in applying crite­
ria related to both quantitative and qualita­
tive data as they relate to linking or mixing 
data. Researchers and practitioners in thera­
peutic recreation probably will struggle with 
some of the concerns that will be raised as 
more studies use linked data. Some exam­
ples oflinked data currently exist in the ther­
apeutic recreation research literature; con­
ducting quality studies and using the re­
search results in practice may result in more 
studies using linked data in the future. 
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